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A

NEW LOOK AT HISTORIC CHRISTIANITY

David Waltz

This one thing at least is certain; whatever history teaches,
whatever it omits, whatever it exaggerates or extenuates, whatever it says and unsays, at least the Christianity of history is
not Protestantism. If ever there were a safe truth. it is this....
To be deep in history is to cease to be a Protestant. I
The position, that historical Christianity is not Protestantism, is certainly true .... We maintain that Protestantism
was the Christianity of the apostles-that very soon after
their time, corruptions in doctrine and government were introduced into the church. 2
istorians have given the name "Oxford Movement" to the
unique activities of a group of scholars in England between
1833 and 1845-centered. of course, at Oxford University. A very
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I. John H~nry Cardinal N~wman, A.n Essay 011 the Devtlopmem o/Chrisritll1 Doctril1e
{1845; r~print, Garden City, N.Y.: lmag~ Books, 1960}, 34-35.
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Review of Barry R. Bickmore. Restoring the Ancient Church:)oseph
Smith and Early Christianity. Ben Lomond, Calif.: Foundation for
Apologetic Information and ReSearch, 1999. xXiv + 391.pages, with
appendix, bibliography, and subject index, $19,.95.
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important outgrowth of this movement was a renaissance in the
study o f the early church fathers (i.e .• patristics). Fueled in part by
Newman's Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, this renaissance quickly spread well beyond Oxford. It sparked interest
within Roman Cat holicism and many Protesta nt denominations.
'. -P. Migne produced his massive Palrologiae Lalinae (22 1 vo lumes)
and Patrologiae Graecae (162 volumes) between 1844 and 1866. Comprehensive English editions of th e writings of the church fa thers
shortly followed Migne's wo rks.
Providential, it would seem. was the discovery of ancien t docu ments that previously had existed either in fragmen ts or were onl y
known by name. These newly d iscove red documents included the
Didache (1875). the Oxyrhynchus Papyri (1897), the Nag Hammadi
Papyri (1945). and the Dead Sea Sc roll s ( 1947). The eme rge nce of
these docu ments took patristic studies to a new level.
Unbeknownst to the scholars of Chr iste ndom. a new playe r
would eme rge on the scene of patristic studies: Hugh W. Nibley, a
member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sa ints. Gifted
with a brilliant mind, Nibley ha s mastered Arabic. Greek, Hebrew,
Latin , German, French, Spa nish, Copt ic. and Egypt ian , givin g him
tools that very few possess to study patristics. Well before the translation and publication of many of these discoveries into English,
Nibley started to write about them. He would lay the groundwork on
which a future generation of Latter-day Sa int scholars and writers
wo uld build.
One of these scholars is Barry Bickmore, who, in his newly published book, Restoring the Ancient Church, has added a significant
work to the renaissance of patristic studies sta rted in Oxford. It is my
hope that I can offer a unique review of Bickmore's book. I am not a
member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sain ts, but I have
been investigating the church sin ce 1987. I also have a keen interest
in patristics that started in 1980 with my purchase of the thirtyeight-volume Nicetlt: arid Post- Nicwe Fathers. (My personal library
has grown to more than fourteen thousand volumes, includi ng more
than sixteen hundred that are LDS- related .) I find it very interesting
that Bickmore has organized and put into print many of the themes
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that I have seen in my personal reading of the early church fa thers.
I find it equa ll y in teres ting that anti-Mor mons who compare LDS
doct rines with those of the early church fathers either ignore or gloss
over much of the evidence.
The cry I have read and hea rd over and over agai n from the antiMo rmon camp is that Mormon ism is not "historic" or "orthodox"
Christ ia nity. But, as Newman pointed out in the above quotation,
ne ither is Protestantism. My read ing of the early chu rch fathers has
forced me to concm with Newman's assessment. An d yet Cu nni ngham>s assessment of Roman Catholicism is equally tell ing, "Whateve r be the Christ ianity of the New Testament, it is not Romanism. If
eve r there was a safe truth, it is this, and Roman ism has ever felt it."3
These a re fra nk admiss ions, ones that anti-Mo rmons ignore
when they cr iticize the LDS Church, Enter Barry Bickmore's book. Is
there strong evidence that distinctive LDS doctrine had its counte rpart in the early church? The hones t investigator, after readi ng this
book, must come to a positive conclusion.
In his preface Bickmore says, "I have en deavored to make this
book exactly the ki nd of book I would like to have read when I firs t
became interested in comparing Mormon ism to ea rly Christianity"
(p, 15), Refe rring to previous LDS works on the subjec t, he says,
"These (a re] often quoted essent ially fro m other LDS authors rather
than from non-Mormon or even early Chr istia n sources" (ibid,). (In
a footnote he add resses some exceptions; Nibley's writings, James
Barker's The Diville Church, and Michael Griffi th's books Otle Lord,
Otle Faith a nd Sigm of the True Church of Chrisr.) Bickmo re then
writes that his intention is "to fi ll the gap I perceive in the LDS literature" (ibid,), It is my opin ion that Bickmo re has accomplished what
he set out to do.
Befo re presenting h is evidences from the early chu rch fat hers,
Bick more lays down some ve ry important assump tio ns- ( I) that
spiritual things cannot "be proven by human wisdom" (p, 16); (2) "Since
we believe the post-apostolic Chu rch had fallen away, we fully expect
3. Ibid,,48.
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these documents to include views co ntrary to ours" (pp. 16- 17n);
(3) "we also expect that the earlier we go, the more true doct rine we
are likely to find " (p . 17n); and (4) "Given the inco mplete nature of
th e historical reco rd ... it would be fruit less to search the ex tant early
Christian literature for data to 'falsify' LDS claims" (pp. 16-17). Bickmore ends his preface with "Those who reject these assumptions will
no doubt fi nd the a rgument s presented here less compelli ng, but
even so I believe these arguments demonstrate conclusively that Mormonism is ve ry similar in many respects to so me very early forms of
Christianity" (p. 17).
In the introduction of the book, Bickmo re makes th e following
cogent remark: " If Joseph Smith tau ght doctrines that are in harmony with those of th e ea rly Church but which were essentially un kn own in his time, the skeptic must provide explanation fo r the phenomen on" (p. 24). Those of us not belo nging to the LDS Church
need to keep this in mind when we look at Bickmore's ev idence.
Chapter 2 addresses th e issues of apostasy and restoration. T he
aut hor begins this chapter by cla imin g, "The simple fact is that had
there been no 'a postasy,' o r 'fa llin g away,' from Chr ist's or igi nal
Church, there wou ld have been no need for God to res tore the
Church" (p. 25).
Bickmore first presents Old and New Testament evid ence that an
apostasy wou ld take place. On this he prese nts little new material;
one can find most, if not all, of the ve rses used by Bickmore in othe r
LDS books that deal with the apostasy. Yet th is sect ion is worth reading, for Bickmore's presentation o f th e mate r ial is clear an d wellorganized.
He then offers evidence from patristics and patristic schola rs that
treat the issue of apostasy. Though Niblcy has given much of the
s<l me evidence in his pas t work, Bi ckmore's prese ntation is more up to-date, and his ci tations are all fro m subseq uent wo rks written in
English , all ow in g readers who ha ve not mastered all the lan gua ges
Nibley has (and I think that is most of us!) to check his refe rences
firsthand.
I foun d the citat ions from the Pastor of Henl/as very interesting
(see pp. 35-37). As Bickmore poin ts out, the Pastor of Henuas was
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considered for centuries to be inspired scripture by many Christians.
In this work the church is represented in a vision as a tower being
built; when it is finished, the end comes. To which is added, "But it
will quickly be built up" (p. 36). The author of the Pastor of Hennas
certainly does not envision a long future for Christ's church.
Bickmore makes a small mistake when he writes, "i t took fourteen ecumenical councils between the years 325 and 381 A.D. to settle
the controversy about the doctrine of the Trinity" (p. 39). He is correct about the fourteen councils, but only two (Nicea in 325 and Con~
stantinople in 381) are considered by historians to be "ecumenical."4
The section "Directions of Apostasy" (pp. 42-51) is a difficult
one for me. Here, Bickmore provides his readers with only two quo·
tations from the church fathers. Most of the information he gives to
us in this section is from secondary sources, and most of these
sources are very liberal. I am not saying that liberal sources cannot be
useful, but I would certainly qualify the use of Harry Wolfson and
Hans 10nas5 when dealing with Gnostic and Hellenistic influences on
the early church fathers. These same authors propose that the New
Testament writers were also influenced by the Gnostics and Hellenists.
Later. discussing spiritual gifts, Bickmore writes. "But what happened to the gifts? Few Christians today, besides some Pentecostals
and charismatic Evangelicals, as well as the Mormons, claim to have
all the gifts of the Spirit" (p. 52). As a non-Mormon. I would have to
ask Bickmore what happened to the gifts that we see in 1 Corinthians
12-14. To date in my attendance at Latter-day Saint services, I have
never seen the use of "tongues," "prophecy," nor "interpretations." Let
us keep in mind that one should not ask of others what oneself can·
not provide.
4. Sec Charles Hefele, A H;story of Ihe Christiall Councils, 2nd ed. rev. (Edinburgh:
Cbrk, 1894), 1:9-15, and Henry Percival, uThe Seven Ecumenical Councils; in Nicene
and Posl-Nkene Fa/hen (he reinafter NPNF) Series 2, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace
(Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994), 14:xv.
5. Harry A. Wolfson, Fa;lh, Trillity, Incamario". The Philosophy of the Church
Fathers, vol. I (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964), and Hans Jonas, The
Gnostic Re/igio,l: The MeSSQgl of the Aliell God amI the BeginnillgJ of Christianity (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1963).
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In the section o n "The Necessity of a Restora ti on" (see pp. 6566), Bickmore makes an in trigu ing observat ion about the usc of
the phrase all things in Acts 3:20-2 1; 1 Peter 4:7; 2 Peter I :3; and
Matthew 17: 11 . He presen ts a solid argument that "a ll things" in th e
above contexts refers "to the pure gospel teaching."6
In addit ion to Bickmore's evidence on the apostasy, I wou ld like
to add an importa nt quotat ion fro m the promi nent Protestant theologian William Cun ningham: "Protestants believe, as a maller of unquestionable historica l certa in ty, that at a ve ry early period error an d
corrupt ion-i.e., deviat ions from the script ural standa rd in matte rs
of doctrine, government, worship, and discipli ne-manifested themselves in the visible chu rch gradually, bu t rapidl),; that this corruptio n deepened an d increased, till it issued at lengt h in a gra nd
apostasy."7
Chapter 3 deals with the important issues of the doctrine of God
and the nature of man. In thi s cri tica l cha pter, Bickmore points out
that Jesus himself te lls us, "This is life eternal, that they might know
thee the on ly true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent"
(Joh n 17:3).
Anti-Mormo n crit ics are quick to accuse La tter-day Sai nts of
teaching polythe ism-they add that Trinitarianism is mo notheistic.
What they neglect to tell us is that Unitar ia ns (Christ i:m , Jewish, and
Muslim) have leveled the same charge of polytheism against Trinita ria ns. Bickmore docs a very good job in this chap ter of addressing
the complex issues pertai ning to the doc tri ne of the God head. Although in my experience ma ny Latter-day Sai nt wr ite rs have not
been clear on th is subject, Bickmore gives us an excelle nt prese ntation of the Godhead in LOS thought and then finds several parallels
in early Chr ist ian writings.
After his brief, but accura te and clear, prest' nt ation of th e Latterday Sa int doctrine of the Godhead and the dassical Trinitarian view

-
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6. Nibley makes the sa me obse rvations in Morm onism mul Ch ristiauity (Salt Lake
City: Dcseret Book and FARMS. 1987), 288-R9_
7. William Cunningham. Historical Theology: A Review of Ih( Principal f)oC/ril1al
Oiswssiol1s ill Ihe Ch rislilllr Church siuct Ihe AposllJ/ic Age (London: The Banner of Truth
Trust. 1960), 1:34.
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(see pp. 7p....82), Bickmore submi ts his evidence that a change had occurred in early Christian history from the God of the Bible, pre sented in anthropomorphic terms, to a God presented in Hellenistic
ph ilosophical terms. He also demonstrates that Hellenistic Christian
philosophers and theologians such as Clement of Alexandria, Origen,
Ambrose, and Augustine affi rmed in their writings that many early
Ch ristians believed in a corporeal God, even though they themselves
emphat ically rejected such an idea:
Origen rejected an thropomo rph ism, not because the
scriptures or unanimous Christian tradition specifically rejected it, but because the philosophers "despised" it: "The Jews
indeed, but also some of our people, supposed that God
should be understood as a man, that is, adorned with human
members and human appea rance. But the philosophers despise these stories as fabulous and formed in the likeness of
poetic fictions." (p. 90, emphasis added)
In the section entitled "The Problem of ' Monotheism'" (pp. 10621), Bickmore offers solid evidence that many of the cady church fa thers had no problem with identifying Jesus Ch rist as a second God.
in addit ion to the fathe rs that Bickmore cites (Justin, H ippolytus,
Tertullian, Origen, Novatian, Lactantius, Methodius, and Euscbius),
we can add Gregory of Nyssa, who, although he had written a treatise
called "On Not Th ree Gods," was still able to write,
Does not the nature always remain und iminished in the case
of every animal by the succession of its posterity? Further a
man in begetting a man from himself does not divide his nature , but it remains in its fulness al ike in him who begets and
in him who is begotten, not spli t off and transferred fro m
the one to the other, no r mutilated in the one when it is fully
formed in the other, but at once existing in its entirety in the
former and discoverable in its entirety in the latter.s
8. Gregory of Nyssa, Agaill5l /;'U/lOmillS 2.7. in NPNJo; 5: 109.
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Furt he r, "Accord ingly, a man beco mes 'one' with anot her, whe n In
will , as our Lord says, they arc 'perfected into one' (SCI.' In. 17:23), this
un io n of wi lls be in g added to the con nexion of nat u re. So also the
Fathe r a nd the Son are one. the com muni ty of na ture and the co mmunity of wiJl runni ng, in them, into one."9
Followi ng Gregory's reasoni ng, just as it is pro per to call the
Sai nts "o ne," and also "many," so too wi th the Godhead. Gregory
Nazianzen wrote, "When we look at the God head, or the First Cause.
or the Monarch ia, that which we conceive is One; bu t when we look
at the Persons in Who m the Godhead dwe ll s, and at Those Who
timelessly a nd with eq ual glory have th eir Bei ng from th e Fi rst
Cause-there arc Three Whom we worship."l o And agai n, "I will baptize yo u and ma ke you a d isciple in the Name of the Father an d of
th e Son and of the Holy Ghost; and These Th ree have One com mon
name, the Godhead."11
Compare this wit h Orson Pra tt , who said, "I n one sense of the
word, there arc mo re Gods than o ne; and in another se nse there is
but one God,"' 2 an d "there is but onc God. and HI;' is in all worlds,
and th roughout all space, wherever the same identical light or trut h
is fo und; and all beings, from all eternity to all eternity, have to worship ... Him; tho ugh they worship Him in so ma ny different taber·
nacles, yet it is the one God, or in other wo rds. th e same ligh t or
truth that is worshipped by all." 13
Bickmore then cites Hen ry Bettcnson, who says, "'subordi nat ionism' . .. was pre-Nicene onhodoxy."'4 [ fu lly concur wit h this assessment and wi ll add that when one closely exa m ines the doctr ine of
God and Jesus Christ in the early church fa the rs of the second and
third centuries, one is hard pressed to fi nd Trinitarianism- what one

-----9. Ibid., L34. in NPNI·; 5:81.
10. Grego ry Nazia nzen, OJ! Ille Holy Spiril 5.1<1, in NI'NI~ 7:322.
II. Ibid., 40.45, in NPNF, 7:376.
12. Orson Prall , in Joumal of Discours~. 1:56,
13. !bid., 2:346.
14 . Henry BeuenSOIl, cd. and trans., The Edrly Clrrlsl;"" huhers; A Setalion from 1/1,h'riliugs of the Fathers from 51. Cleme,,1 of Rome II) St . AllumllSi"J (london: Oxford Un;·
\"crsity Press, 1956),330.
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does find is diversity. Note what R. P. C. Hanson has to say: "Finally,
what is this Christian midrash [i.e., tradition)? Wha t are its contents?
The Gnostic fo rmul ae of Ignatius? The angcl-Chr isto logy of Hermas? .. o r the economic Trinity of Irenaeus and of Tertullian? T he
modal istic monarch ia n ism of Ca ll istus and Zephyri nus? The graded
Trinity ofOr igen?" 'S And John Henry Newman wri tes,
If we li mit ou r view of the teaching of the Fathers by what
they expressly state, S1. Ignati us may be conside red as a
Patripassian, St. Justin arianizes. and S1. Hippolytus is a
Photinian .... Te rtulJ ian is heterodox on the doctrine of our
Lord's divinity.... Origen is. at the very least, suspected. and
must be defended and exp lained rat her than ci ted as a witness of orthodoxy; and Euscbius was a Semi-Arian.16
Yet with all this diversity among the pre-Nicene, one point of theology remains constant: subordinationisrn.
Bickmore next prov ides his readers with a brief overv iew of the
development of Chr istology and the doctrine of the Godhead from
the time of the early apologists up to Augus tin e and Cyril of Jeru salem (see pp. 121-38). It is an adequate presentation, given the
scope and limitations of the book's form at. (The reader should note
th at th is is a very complex issue on which hundreds of volumes have
been written.)
The following section, "The Origin and Destiny of Man" (pp.
138-59), defines the Latter-day Saint view of !.he doctrine of premortal
existence; there Bickmore gives us a few examples of church fat hers
who su pported this view. Although definitely a minority view among
the early chu rch fat hers. sOllle certa inly held to it ; as Bickmore points
out, the doctrine of premortal ex istence was not "formally con demned un til 543 A.D. when Origen's 'errors' were listed and p ronounced heretical at a council of bishops" (p. 145).
Next Bickmo re di scusses the doctrine of deifi cat ion (i.e., man
becoming God). After a bri ef presentation of the LDS view, Bickmore
15. R. P. C. Hanson, Tru<iilimr in Ihe ftlrly Church ( london: SCM, 1962),244-45.
16. NeWm3!l, fi5SiIy. 4 ).
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turns to the writings of the church fathers. Before proceed ing, I must
say that, as one who is not LDS, J have been so mew hat tro ubl ed by
the immense number of passages in the church fat hers that promote
the doctri ne of deification. As Bi ckmore points out, the later fa thers
bega n to qualify what deificat ion mea nt or did not mean, but the
vast majority of the pre~Nicene fathers es tablished no guidel ines on
the matter for their readers. I?
Bickmore gives his readers more than twenty citat ions from the
church fathers that teach the doctrine that men can become gods. To
this number I cou ld add at least another thirty quotations from my
personal notes on the church fathers that teach the same doc trine. I
thi nk the citations speak for themse lves, but read what one Prot estant scholar had to say: "Participation in God was ca rried so far by
Irenaeus as to amount to deification. 'We were not made gods in the
beginni ng: he says, 'bu t at first men, then at length gods: This is not
to be understood as mere rhetorical exaggerat ion on Irenaeus' pa rl.
He mea nt the statement to be taken li tera lly:'18 This is food for
thought; unless one is willing to comp letely ignore and discard the
unified teaching of the early chu rch fath ers on the doct ri ne of deifi cat ion, the honest reader mu st seriously look at either the Chu rch of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sa ints or the Eastern Orthodox Church as
maintaining the truly " historic" teaching on this important doctrine.
In chapter 4, "Salvat ion: Histo ry a nd Requ iremen ts," Bickmore
discusses Adam and the fall, the si nful natu re of man, orig inal sin,
and " total depravity" and predestination (see pp. 168- 86 ). He provides examples from the church fathers that are very close to Latterday Sai nt teachings on these subjects.
Bickmore also touches on faith, grace, and works (see pp. 19 1-96).
1 wish he would have devoted morc space to these complex doc trines, but then we must keep in mind that Ca tholics and Protestants
have been hotly debat in g these doctrines for more than four hundred
17. See Keilh E. No rman , "Deificatio n: Th e Co nlcnt of Ath;. na sian So t c r i( ,l o~y:'
FARMS O ("((I siOl'(I/ p(lpas I (2000 ).
18. Arthur C. l>tcGiffert. A His/ory \ljChris/iuu nwuglu. Vi,/. 1-EurlywlI/ cml" m :
Prom Jc5U ~ to 101m of DUlllll5cus ( New York: Scrihner 's So ns. 1932). 141 .
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years now, and agreement is nowhere in sight. Bickmore demon~
strates that the LDS position certainly falls within the "historic"
teachings on these doctrines.
Pages 197-204 deal with baptism and the laying on of hands,
once again two doctrines hotly debated among Christians. Bickmore
clearly shows that the LDS view on these issues was represented by
some of the early church fathers.
Bickmore then delves into the topic of the spirit world, the world
of the departed dead (see pp. 20S-18). Latter-day Saint teachings that
are reflected in the writings of the early church fathers include a
twofold division of the spirit world, instruction in parad ise, punishment for most of the wicked, and a preaching of the gospel in spirit
prison.
To my knowledge, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
is the only body of Christian believers who currently practice bap tism for the dead (see pp. 218-27). Baptism for the dead is, of course,
mentioned once in the Bible. in 1 Corinthians 15:29. Bickmore cites
Richard DeMa ris. who explains the problem with that biblical passage: "The reference itself is simply so obscure and our knowledge so
limited that we cannot discern just what this rite actually involved or
meant."19 Moving on to the church fathers, Bickmore informs us that
"The index of texts for ANF [Ante-Nicene FathersJl ists only two instances in the entire pre-N icene period where I Corinthians 15:29
was even mentioned" (p. 223 n. 160). He adds, "Aside from Paul's reference there is only mention of a few heretical groups who preserved
the practice" (p. 222).
In attempting to lend support for the practice of baptism for the
dead, Bickmore cites an obscure passage from the Pastor of Hermas
that seems to indicate that baptism for the righteous dead is practiced in some form in heaven. In his search for support among the
church fathers, Bickmo re even goes so far as to quote Clement of
19. Richard E. DeMaris, KCorinthian Religion and Baptism for the Dead ( I Corin·
Ihians 15:29); Insights from Archaeology and Anthropology; Journal of BibliCQI Litera/ure
114 ( 1995); 661; DeMaris is quoting Richard P. Carlson. ~The Role of Baptism in Paul's
ThoU8ht,~ Interpreter 47 ( 1993); 261. See the review of DeMaris's article by John W.
Welch, in FARMS ReviewofBookJ 8/2 {1996): 43-45.
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Alexandria out of context, "'They went down therefore into the water
and again ascended .... But those who had fallen asleep descended
dead, but ascended alive . .. .' Then, too, the more subt le substance,
the soul, co uld never receive any injury from the grosser element of
water" (p. 221). The footnote for this quotat ion tells us that the passage is from Clement's Stromata 6.6 (see p. 221 n. 153). What Bickmore neglects to tell his readers is that the portion of the quotation
following the second set of ellipsis po in ts is six paragraphs away. The
following is the greater context of the above citation:
If, then, He preached only to the Jews, who wanted the

knowledge and faith of the Saviour, it is plain that , since God
is no respecter of persons, the apostles also, as here, so there,
preached the Gospel to those of the heathen who were ready
for conversion. And it is well said by the Shepherd, "They
went down with them therefore into the water, and again ascended. But these descended alive, and again ascended alive.
But those who had fallen asleep. descended dead, but ascen ded alive." Further, the Gospel says, "that many bodies of
those that slept arose,"-plainly as having been translated to
a better state. There took place, then, a unive rsa l movement
and translation through the economy of the Saviour. 20 ...
If, then, in the deluge all sinfu l flesh perished, punish ment having been inflicted on them for correction, we must
first believe that the will of God, which is disciplinary and
beneficent, saves those who turn to Him. Then, too, the more
subtle substance, the soul, co uld never receive any injury
from the grosser element of water, its subtle and si mple nature rendering it impalpable, called as it is incorporeal. But
whatever is gross, made so in consequence of sin, this is cas t
away along with the carnal spirit which lusts against the
SOUPI

20. Cement of Alexandria, Srromma 6.6.6. in AlII;:·Nic;:uc i'mhas (hereinafter .>\NF).
ed. A1()(ander Roberts and lames Donaldson (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995),2:491.
21. loid .. 6.6.12, in ANF, 2:492.
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In an attempt to explain away the lack of reference to baptism fo r
the dead in the writings of the ea rly church fathers, Bickmore suggests tha t the prac tice was a sec ret, esoteric one. He writes, "A ll the
sacraments of the Church were ve iled in secrecy unt il the th ird century. According to Davies, in the first two centuries of Christiani ty
there are plenty of refe rences to bapt ism and the Eucharist, but no
detailed descriptions, because 'the observance of the disciplina arcani
[secret discipl ine] inhib ited full descri pt ions of these rites'" (p. 225).22
It is extremely impo rtant to note that the scholarship of Hanson
contradicts the notion that secret tradit ion existed among the orthodox fathers of the ea rly church. 23 Ha nson info rms us, "Secret tradition is characteristic of Gnosticism and not of orthodox Ch ristianity."24 He tells us that the term disciplina areani was first coined in
the seventee nth cent ury by Jean Daille, who used the te rm to describe the alleged practice of co ncealing the doctrines and rites of
Christ ianity. Hanson continues,
This hypothes is used to be widely employed by apologists for
ort hodoxy, as a means of accoun ting for the apparent ignora nce on the part of early Christia n writers of doctr ines developed in the fou rth and later centuries. Newman, for in stance, appl ies it frequently in h is Arians of the Fourth
Century. But this method of accou nting for the development
of Christ ian doctrine has now been everywhere aba ndoned.
Indeed, New man himself had abandoned it by the time he
came to write his Development ojChristian Doctrine. 25
I am surprised that Bickmore attempts to usc the argument of disci p/il1Q arearli, for Hanson pu ts to rest any legitimate attempt to appeal
to its use. Bickmore must be fam il iar with this book, for he cites it on
page 30 1.

22.
23.
24.
25.

Quoting Jo hn G, DaVL(s, 'l7zt' Early Christian Church ( New York: Anchor, 1%5), 102.

See Hanson, TraditiolZ irllhe furly Church, 27- 35.
Ibid., 27.
Ibid.
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To sum up, the evidence for baptism of the dead as a practice
among members of the orthodox, early church is not convincing. It
was practiced in so me heretical Chr ist ian sec ts, but I am not com·
fortab le with using Gnostic heretical practices to support true Christian doctrine. It is, of course, mentioned in the New Testament, but
only once. It must be admitted that New Testament scho la rs have not
come up with any type of consensus as to what Paul meant in
I Co rinthians 15:29, so the LDS interpretation cannot be ruled out
simply by exegesis. But we are left with the question of why it was not
practiced in (or even mentioned in the writi ngs of) the early church.
A plausible argument from the Latter-day Saint perspective could be
that it was a practice primarily reserved for the latter-day dispe nsation and that Christ and his apostles revealed the doctrine to very
few in the early chu rch. In co njunction with this line of thought,
early abuses by those few to whom the doctrine had been revealed
may have caused the apostles to cease any practice of it. But, that
said, to the non-Mormon, the practice of baptism for the dead rests
on ve ry scanty ancient evidence.
Bickmore's next cha pter, "Chu rch Organization and Life" (see
pp. 251-8 1), touches on priesthood authority; the "pr iesthood of all
believers"; the Aaronic and Me1chizcdck Priesthoods; offices in the
priesthood; the Lord's Day; worship; the Lord's supper; anoi nt ing the
sick; a nd tithes, offerings, and the United Order. He does a good job
in the brief space of thirty pages to document suppo rt in the early
church fo r most of the above practices and beliefs that ex ist in the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. If there is one weakness
in his treatment, it lies in finding suppo rt for the continuance of the
Aaronic Priesthood. !-Ie clarifies, "As for the offices of the Aaronic
priest hood, on ly deacons are mentioned in the New Testament
Church" (p. 267). Bickmore gives us no solid evidence from Ihe
church fathers that th e office of deacon was an offi ce in the Aaro nic
Priesthood. In fact, apart from suggesting Ihat converted Jew ish
priests did not lose their authority as Aaronic priests, Bickmore gives
us no evidence that the Aaronic Priesthood continued within the
Christian church .
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In chapter 6, "The Temple," Bickmore attempts to demonstrate
to his readers that secret and esoteric doctrines existed in the early
church from the New Testament period onward. At first reading,
Bickmore seems to have compiled strong evidence for the existence
of such doct rines. However, I must once again refer readers to Han~
son's work, Tradition in the Early Church. Although a complex issue,
in my opinion Hanson has put to rest the theory that an oral. secret,
apostolic tradition existed in the early Christian church. It would
take me too many pages to present all the evidence cogently, so I will
simply recommend Hanson's book to anyone interested in the subject.
Bickmore's final chapter, "Conclusions," is a mere page-and-ahalflong. He writes,
Latter-day Saints believe that much of the New Testament
church, with its basic doctrines and ordinances, forms the
fabric of most modern Christian churches, but they also
hold that "many plain and precious" things have been lost or
changed over the two centuries since Christ was crucified
and the church fell into apostasy. Latter-day Saints claim that
those lost o r altered elements were restored by God in these
latter days through the Prophet Joseph Smith. (p. 353)
This, of course, is the most important issue that divides the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from all other Christian
churches. Bickmore has certainly demonstrated that many teachings
of the LDS Church were present in writings of the early church fa~
thers. Some of the evidence that Bickmore has presented is from confes sedly heretical groups, but the majority has been gleaned from
what most would call the "orthodox" fathers. Bickmore's claim that
"the Church whi ch Joseph Smith claims to have restored is much
closer to the original church of Christ, as revealed in the many docu+
ments of the first three centuries after Christ" (p. 354) would be contested by Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant scholars, but the fact remains that Latter-day Sai nt scholars can appeal to the early church
fathers for support on many of their doctrines. Just as Catholics,

180 • FARMS REVIEW O f'

BOOKS

12/2 (2000)

Orthodox, Protestants, and Latte r~day Saints disagree over what the
Bible teaches, so too, as one should expect, they will disagree over
what the church fat hers taught. Luther and Calvin felt that the early
fathers gave more support to their teachings than to those of the
Ca tholic Church. Now Bickmore and other Latter-day Sa int writers
believe that the early fathers lend more support to LDS teachings
than to any other church's.
So, who is correct? We will have to decide for ourselves through
diligent prayer and stu dy. I f there is o ne thi ng that all mankind can
count on it is this- if we are d il igen t and faithful in ou r sea rch fo r
truth, God will be faithful in reveal ing it. God's timing may not co in ~
cide with what we expect or desire, but the confirmation will come.
It is my sincere hope that Bickm ore's book will encourage all
Ch ristian s to study the early ch urch fathers, along with th e sc riptures, and that cogent discuss ion will continue among those who
take up this noble pursuit.

